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Idée suisse: Language policy, norms, and practice 
as exemplified by Swiss radio and television

Daniel Perrin1 / Michael Schanne / Vinzenz Wyss

This paper presents the research framework, initial findings, and transfer plans of the on-going federally-funded research project "Idée suisse: Language policy, norms, and practice as exemplified by Swiss Radio and Television (2005-2007)". The project investigates whether and how the Swiss broadcasting company, caught between public service demands and market forces, should, can, and actually does fulfil language policy requirements. Four research modules are combined in the project: module A focuses on external language policy expectations; B on organizational-hierarchical internal rules; C on text production, and D on quality control follow-up communication. Based on the findings, measures to systematically reinforce the organizational language awareness of and within the company will be developed, implemented, and evaluated. A significant contribution is expected to the discursive cohesion of the intentionally multilingual Switzerland – one of many such countries – in a media-influenced world.

1. Introduction: broadcasting between public service and competitiveness

Switzerland is a small but highly multilingual country, with a population of about 7 million, dozens of immigrant languages, and four official languages (German, French, Italian, and Rhaeto-Romance). 

In this country, Swiss Radio and Television (“SRG SSR idée suisse”) is the only public service broadcasting company. It has a federal, societal, cultural, and linguistic remit to fulfill. As a media enterprise, though, it is also subject to competitive pressures. The research project to be presented investigates whether and how Swiss Radio and Television should, can, and actually does fulfill language policy demands. 

The paper first presents the research framework (sections 1, 2, 3), then focuses on key questions of the multi-method approach (4), outlines and discusses initial findings (5, 6) and finally presents the key concepts for knowledge transfer to media professionals (7).

2. Purpose of the study: analyzing and promoting discourse about language

Public service broadcasting companies are among the most important broadcasting companies in the world. In Switzerland, Swiss Radio and Television is still the broadcaster with the highest ratings. But it, like many others in other countries, is increasingly subject to market and competitive forces (Bonfadelli et al., 1998). Losing audience would mean losing public importance and, in the end, its legitimacy as a public service provider.

Such public service broadcasting companies have a societal and cultural remit to fulfill. In multilingual countries such as Switzerland, this remit includes explicit linguistic components: according to Art. 3 of its programming mandate, equivalent programs for all the official languages have to be broadcasted, and the programs have to contribute to an understanding of, integration of, and communication between the linguistic and cultural communities.

To determine whether and how Swiss Radio and Television should, can, and actually does meet language policy, the research project Idée suisse: Sprachpolitik, Sprachnorm und Sprachpraxis combines two phases. First, the representation and realization of the language policy demands are investigated on four levels outside and within the media organization. This is accomplished with a methodologically complex analysis, theoretically based primarily on concepts developed in linguistic research of language in the media, but also linked to theoretical concepts from communication studies and sociology.

In a second phase the findings from the analysis phase have to be applied to develop, implement, and evaluate improvement measures. These are intended to systematically promote language discourse in the Swiss Radio and Television company, reinforce the organizational language awareness, and empower the individuals concerned to use language and their languages in a more differentiated way to contribute to knowledge transfer and greater understanding; in short, to communication within and between the cultural, societal, political, and linguistic communities of Switzerland.

We expect a significant impact on the discussion and practice of language policies in Switzerland – and beyond its borders. Switzerland represents on a small scale the reality of many regions of the world, namely a political community made up of many different cultural and linguistic communities. In all of these multilingual, multicultural political macro-communities, discourse on language policy helps the micro-communities to maintain their identities and, at the same time, to integrate themselves with the other members of their macro-community.

The project is supported by the Swiss national science foundation, the most important research granting agency in Switzerland. With its program 56, it made language diversity and language competence a national research focus. The project is also part of an interactive and multimedia introduction to research on language in the media, supported by national research funding, and accessible at http://www.medienlinguistik.net.

3. Research objective: social practices from four perspectives

Linguistically, the project is based on concepts of discourse analysis, with its pragmatic, psycholinguistic, sociolinguistic, and ethnographic orientation. In essence, such concepts hold that language use can be understood as the surface manifestation of cognitive and social practices (Perrin, 2005). 

Sociologically, the project is based on integrative social concepts (see Giddens, 1984 for an elaborated example) and their applications and discussions in communication and media studies (Bucher, 2004; Raabe, 2004; Wyss, 2004). Such concepts hold that social structures such as norms, rules or resources are not only the basis for, but also the consequence of individual decisions and actions. Social structures are social structures because people reproduce (or alter) them by acting (or not) according to them. Or, as Ian Craib puts it: “If we look at social practices in one way, we can see [individual] actors and actions; if we look at them another way, we can see [social] structures” (Craib, 1992: 3).

The project presented here analyzes the use of spoken and written language from multiple sources to investigate social practices concerning the language policy of Swiss Radio and Television. To get a closer and more vivid look at these practices, the project combines four perspectives in four research modules.

Module A traces the development of the explicit and implicit external language policy expectations of Swiss Radio and Television using document analysis and thematic interviews. Consistencies and contradictions become discernible in the demands on the overall institution, its enterprise units, and its programs.

Module B reconstructs actions and reactions, interpretations and reasons of the Swiss Radio and Television management and of the managements of their leading media outlets, SF and TSR, using document analysis and thematic interviews. Organizational-hierarchical internal rules and resources for language use in programs and broadcasts become identifiable. 
Module C investigates text production practice in the most important German and French spoken information broadcasts with process and product analysis. The institutional, organizational, and individually motivated strategies and practices of media professionals as well as traces of their actions become recognizable in the language of the programs.

Module D uses discourse analysis to investigate the quality control follow-up communication in the editorial offices of the German and French spoken leading news programs: Tagesschau and téléjournal. The language awareness that Swiss Radio and Television language professionals and trainers bring to broadcasting becomes evident in such communication.

4. Research methodology: focus on progression analysis

In the modules A, B, and D, interviews as well as text and discourse analysis are the methods of choice, in line with common pragmalinguistic standards. The objects of analysis are written and spoken utterances in specific situations – the products of situated language use. But in module C, where the project focuses on newswriting itself, progression analysis is used, a multi-method approach used in recent writing research (Perrin, 2003). Because such approaches are less well-known outside writing research communities progression analysis is described briefly below.

Progression analysis refers to an ethnographic, computer-based multi-method approach with which data can be obtained on three levels: a) the work situation, b) the production movements, and c) the production strategies. 
a) Before the news production begins, progression analysis determines what the writing situation is and what experience the writer draws on for it through interviews and observations. Important factors include professional socialization and economic, institutional, and technological influences on the work situation as well as the specific writing task that the author must accomplish. All of these factors are part of the real world and at the same time part of the mental representation that an author has of the world and that motivates his actions.

b) During the writing process, progression analysis records every writing movement in a logging program that runs in the background behind the text editor. In the larger investigations with progression analysis, the logging programs run behind the text editors that the writers usually use, for instance behind the user interface of the news editing systems. The logging must be able to follow the writing process over several workstations and not influence the performance of the editing system.

c) After the writing is over, progression analysis deduces the repertoire of an author’s writing strategies. Preferably immediately after completing the writing process, authors can view how their texts came into being on the screen, either in real-time or in slow motion. While doing so, they continuously say what they did when writing and why they did it. An audio recording is made of this event-specific retrospective verbal protocol.

This third level of progression analysis opens a window onto the mind of the writer. The question is what can be recognized through this window: certainly not the sum of all and only the considerations that the author actually made, but rather the considerations that an author could have made in principle. These considerations represent a significant portion of the repertoire of writing strategies. Progression analysis places them in relation to the other findings.

Writing strategies here refer to the reinforced, conscious, and therefore articulable ideas of how decisions are to be made during the act of writing so that the writing process or text product has a great probability of taking on the intended form and fulfilling the intended function. Writing strategies, in other words, are understood to be crucial manifestations of the language awareness of language users oriented to processing their own and other people's utterances to produce texts for spoken or written presentation.

5. Initial results: management claims vs. management decisions

Research on writing strategies with progression analysis requires intensive communication as well as legal and technical preparation of the research field. First of all, the organization and all the individuals under investigation have to agree to the computer logging of their production processes, then privacy and data security have to be assured, and finally, the computer editing systems have to be prepared for continuous and non-intrusive logging. In the project presented here, this preparation phase took about a year, and the actual data collection has just begun. However, the interviews and document analyses have produced initial results that allow some conclusions to be drawn.

By analyzing various types of upper management documentation produced by the Swiss Radio and Television company, we have found clear evidence that management decisions show discrepancies from the stipulations in the Swiss legislation regarding radio and television, from the expectations of many politicians, and last but not least, from official statements of many of the same top managers in public discourse. Among the main positions and arguments are:

• Public media need autonomy, not regulation of any kind.

• Public media are not the institutions to solve social and pedagogical problems.

• A radio and television company is not intended to solve such problems.

• Programming has to attract audience share in an increasingly international market.

• Multilingual productions are slow, expensive, and unattractive.

To sum up, the management – in its written decisions – clearly focuses on success in media markets, not on public service in the sense of a government concession. Whenever visions of public service are made more precise, they are limited to multilingual pragmatic matters such as direct translations. Items concerning language use and public service are rarely found in the written decisions of the management – such items as employing culture-specific agendas and story patterns or transmitting discourse between experts and the general population, politicians and their electorate, rich and poor, young and old, locals and immigrants. 
6. Interim conclusions: consonance, hypocrisy or functional dysfunction?

These interim findings lead to interim conclusions: the decisions of the top management clearly contradict or ignore national policies. The findings of the modules C and D will show what the journalists and the chief editors think about their tasks and audiences, how they decide second-to-second in producing their stories, and how they reflect on their work in their institutional discourse (e.g. in their meetings and conferences). Policy makers, management, chief editors, and journalists might turn out to have four totally different views of what public broadcasting should be and what language has to do with that. Would this be a bad end to the story? There are three possible scenarios.

In the “consonance” scenario, all of the units and levels of an organization should focus on the same target. The organization does what it says it will and what it is expected to do. In the case of Swiss Radio and Television this would be to promote social, cultural, political, and linguistic identity and integration by providing constructive semiotic, linguistic contributions to social discourse. In this scenario, media managers, chief editors, and journalists should know what the public explicitly expects from public service media – and how to fulfill these expectations.

In the “hypocrisy” scenario, political organizations such as Swiss Radio and Television only survive due to their inner “hypocrisy” (Brunsson, 1995): these organizations are exposed to contradictory expectations from their environments. To survive, they have to respond to all these contradictory expectations – with contradictory outputs, provided by different organizational units and roles, separated from each other. In this scenario, differences between public declarations, management decisions, chief editors' declared quality standards, and everyday news production would be nothing out of the ordinary, a conditio sine qua non for the survival of the organization in the complex environment of public service and media markets. So, from an internal point of view, nothing needs to be changed.

The “functional dysfunction” scenario takes this even further: in this scenario, nothing needs to be changed from the external point of view either. Disappointing communication is seen as an excellent trigger for meta-communicative follow-up communication – and communication is what communities are built on. The apparent paradox, in other words, is that by violating public expectations, media in general and the public media in particular contribute to public discourse and integration.

7. Possible recommendations: look for the knowledge at the bottom

Nevertheless, this cannot be the whole story. Journalism is expected to be more than business and more than theatre: it has something to do with giving the public the chance to understand today's world in an adequate way. Especially if public service and journalism are linked together – which is the case for Swiss Radio and Television and its peers supported by public funds – the concepts of organizational survival, discourse triggering and functional journalism have to fit together. This is a demanding task. Previous investigations with progression analysis (Perrin & Ehrensberger, 2006) show that experienced journalists have better strategies at their disposal to accomplish such complex, demanding tasks.

Experienced journalists are more aware than their inexperienced colleagues of what they are doing during the writing process: they articulate process-oriented strategies far more often than inexperienced journalists do. These strategies refer to the production goal, plan, flow, and monitoring. For example, such strategies serve to avoid tangents and to complete texts on time or to recognize and overcome other problems of media production. In addition, experienced journalists have more precise ideas of the effect the text dramaturgy should have. By being more conscious of production processes and product functions, experienced writers perceive that they achieve better text results for comparable tasks more directly. 

This enables experienced journalists to fill the slots left open by management: to develop and apply sophisticated strategies of storytelling to motivate communication and integration between cultural communities by choosing the relevant topics and sources at the right time, by framing bits of news as parts of social discourse, and by explaining new or complicated concepts concisely and clearly. They attempt to find the right words, the very language needed to get closer to both public service and the market at the same time. The media managers in their written decisions might lack the imaginary power to realize the linguistic component of the service mandate in an elaborate way; experienced journalists probably do not. Based on other investigations with progression analysis (Perrin & Ehrensberger, 2006), we expect the key knowledge to be situated at the bottom of Swiss Radio and Television hierarchy.

In modules C and D of the investigation presented in this paper, such strategies of experienced journalists will be identified. Until now, these strategies have been part of the implicit organizational knowledge, but strictly limited to single exponents of Swiss Radio and Television. This practical bottom-up knowledge together with theoretical top-down knowledge on media production, media impact, and public service will be implemented in designing process-oriented training sessions for all the journalists and discursive workshops for management and policy makers. The process-oriented training design (Becker-Mrotzek & Brünner, 2004; Perrin, 2006) is meant to encourage journalist trainees, for instance, to become aware of their own production strategies and to learn new techniques to enhance their repertoires with expert strategies. And it is meant to encourage the management to systematically appreciate the best practices of some of their journalists and to integrate this knowledge into management decisions and into organizational language awareness.

In doing so, we aim to transfer the knowledge found and generated in the research project back to the field. The result could be less hasty hypocrisy, less trust in functional dysfunction, and more consonant language awareness oriented to simply doing a public service job as a broadcaster: in short, a significant contribution to the discursive cohesion of an intentionally multilingual and multicultural country in a media-influenced world.
Becker-Mrotzek, M., & Brünner, G. (Eds.). (2004). Analyse und Vermittlung von Gesprächskompetenz. Frankfurt am Main et al.: Lang.

Bonfadelli, H., Meier, W. A., & Schanne, M. (1998). Öffentlicher Rundfunk und Kultur. Die SRG zwischen gesellschaftlichem Auftrag und wirtschaftlichem Kalkül (Vol. Band 36): Institut für Publizistikwissenschaft und Medienforschung IPMZ der Universität Zürich.

Brunsson, N. (1995). Ideas and actions: Justification and hypocrisy as alternatives to control. Research in the Sociology of Organizations, 13, 211-235.

Bucher, H.-J. (2004). Journalismus als kommunikatives Handeln. Grundlagen einer handlungstheoretischen Journalismustheorie. In M. Löffelholz (Ed.), Theorien des Journalismus. Ein diskursives Handbuch (2 ed., pp. 263-285). Wiesbaden: Verlag für Sozialwissenschaften.

Craib, I. (1992). Anthony Giddens. London: Routledge.

Giddens, A. (1984). The constitution of society. Cambridge: Polity Press.

Perrin, D. (2003). Progression analysis (PA): Investigating writing strategies at the workplace. Journal of Pragmatics, 35(6), 907-921.

Perrin, D. (2005). Publizistischer Sprachgebrauch als kognitive und soziale Tätigkeit. Was Medienlinguistik der KMW nützt. Medienwissenschaft Schweiz, 2005(2), 56-62.

Perrin, D. (2006). Verstanden werden. Vom doppelten Interesse an theoriebasierter, praxisgerichteter Textberatung. In H. Blühdorn, E. Breindl & U. H. Waßner (Eds.), Text – Verstehen. Grammatik und darüber hinaus (pp. 332-350). Berlin et al.: de Gruyter.

Perrin, D., & Ehrensberger, M. (2006). Progression Analysis: Tracing Journalistic Language Awareness. In M. Burger (Ed.). Québec: Nota Bene.

Perrin, D., Schanne, M., & Wyss, V. (2005). SRG SSR idée suisse – Sprachpolitik, Sprachnorm und Sprachpraxis am Beispiel der SRG SSR (Forschungsgesuch an den Schweizerischen Nationalfonds zur Förderung der wissenschaftlichen Forschung, Programm NFP 56). Winterthur: Institut für Angewandte Medienwissenschaft.

Raabe, J. (2004). Journalismus und seine Akteure. Empirische Journalismusforschung jenseits des Personen- und Systemparadigmas. Wiesbaden: Verlag für Sozialwissenschaften.

Wyss, V. (2004). Journalismus als duale Struktur: Grundlagen einer strukturationstheoretischen Journalismustheorie. In M. Löffelholz (Ed.), Theorien des Journalismus. Ein diskursives Handbuch (2. überarb. Aufl.). Opladen: Westdeutscher Verlag.



1 This paper is based on research carried out with Michael Schanne and Vinzenz Wyss, see � ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite><Author>Perrin</Author><Year>2005</Year><RecNum>1973</RecNum><record><rec-number>1973</rec-number><ref-type name="Report">27</ref-type><contributors><authors><author>Perrin, Daniel</author><author>Schanne, Michael</author><author>Wyss, Vinzenz</author></authors></contributors><titles><title>SRG SSR idée suisse – Sprachpolitik, Sprachnorm und Sprachpraxis am Beispiel der SRG SSR</title></titles><keywords><keyword>SPRACHENPOLITIK</keyword><keyword>NORM</keyword></keywords><dates><year>2005</year></dates><pub-location>Winterthur</pub-location><publisher>Institut für Angewandte Medienwissenschaft</publisher><work-type>Forschungsgesuch an den Schweizerischen Nationalfonds zur Förderung der wissenschaftlichen Forschung, Programm NFP 56</work-type><urls></urls><custom3>MEDIENLINGUISTIK</custom3></record></Cite></EndNote>�Perrin et al., 2005�








